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Chapter One


Changing Times


Nuneaton, May 1926


‘Whatever are you doing, Dilly?’


Glancing up from the basket she was in the process of filling, Dilly saw Max Farthing standing in the open kitchen doorway.


‘I’m just putting a basket of food together for the people of the courtyard where Nell and I used to live,’ she explained as she placed a cabbage in the basket. ‘Nell visited them the other day and with the miners’ strike some of them can’t afford to eat, let alone pay the rent.’


‘Hmm, it must be very grim for them,’ Max agreed. ‘And it will only get worse if the strike goes on for any length of time. What you’re doing is a very kind gesture but I fear it won’t sustain them for long.’


‘Well, as they say, “every little helps”,’ Dilly replied.


Some years before, Dilly had lived side by side with the people she was trying to help but now she was a successful businesswoman who owned a string of dress shops – Dilly’s Designs – that were doing very well indeed. Max found it endearing that she could still concern herself with those who were not so well-off as herself. Not that it surprised him. Dilly had a heart of pure gold and always went out of her way to help people, which was just one of the things he loved about her.


Nell, her one-time neighbour who now shared the fine house Dilly had purchased in St Edward’s Road, entered the kitchen then and she smiled a greeting at Max. He was a regular visitor and they were all at ease with each other.


‘Bad do, ain’t it, this strike?’ Nell remarked with a sigh. ‘An’ there but fer the grace o’ God would go I, if it weren’t for our Dilly ’ere.’


‘Rubbish,’ Dilly chided. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without you, pet.’ Nell flushed at the praise as Dilly then commented, ‘And you’re looking very smart today.’


Nell self-consciously ran her hands down the sides of the black skirt Dilly’s seamstresses had made for her. With it she was wearing a crisp white cotton blouse; she liked to look neat when she was going to work in Dilly’s Nuneaton dress shop, but it hadn’t always been that way. Once upon a time Nell could only have been described as slatternly – but Dilly had changed all that. She’d changed Nell’s whole life, in fact, and the woman would have walked through fire for her if need be. Their friendship stretched back many years, and at one time it had been Nell who had helped Dilly through the most difficult period of her whole life.


When Dilly’s family were young, her husband Fergal had been crippled in a terrible accident at work on the railways, and for a while, Dilly had feared that she would have to place her children in the workhouse. But Nell had helped in any way she could until a terrible solution was found. In 1900, Dilly had given her newborn daughter to Max’s wife, Camilla, following the death of Camilla’s own little daughter, Violet, in exchange for a sum of money, which she had used to get her remaining children safely over to their grandparents in Ireland. In addition Dilly had been given a permanent full-time position as a maid in Max’s home, Mill House, which had enabled her to earn enough money to get the family back on their feet and eventually fetch the children home again. Dilly had worked tirelessly to keep her family together, and she had made a grand job of it.


Max had marvelled at the way Dilly had coped with seeing another woman bring up little Olivia, with never a word of complaint, and over the years his esteem of her had grown. Sadly, Dilly’s decision to give up her baby daughter had had disastrous consequences. Both Dilly and Max had suffered because of their deception to Olivia, but neither felt that they could admit to her true parentage because of the oath Dilly had made to Camilla. Even now, when Camilla was incarcerated in Hatter’s Hall, the local mental asylum on the outskirts of the town, Dilly couldn’t bring herself to break her promise – and Max doubted that she ever would. Dilly Carey was a woman of her word.


‘Right then, if you’re goin’ to take those round to the courtyard I’ll go an’ open the shop, shall I?’ Nell said, after checking her hair in the mirror. She’d been helping Dilly in the shop for some time now and it seemed to have given her a new lease of life and made her take pride in her appearance again.


‘I’d be very grateful if you would,’ Dilly answered, lifting and testing the weight of the basket.


Nell took the shop keys from the hook above the sink and with a smile at them both she left, as Max told Dilly, ‘Here, I’ll carry that for you. I walked this morning so I’m going back that way anyway. It’ll give us a chance to talk.’


‘What about?’ Dilly enquired curiously as she shrugged her slim arms into the sleeves of her coat.


‘Well, I was wondering if you’d reached a decision about taking on the lease of that shop in London.’ Max hoisted the heavy basket and followed Dilly outside, waiting patiently while she locked the door before falling into step with him.


She shrugged. ‘I’m not sure what to do, to be honest, what with the current situation. The sales in my other shops are down already and if the Strike goes on I can only imagine things will get worse – although Philip assures me that my designs are continuing to sell well in his shops.’


‘Ah, but Philip Maddison caters to a different clientele in London,’ Max pointed out. ‘Most of his customers are wealthy and the strike won’t really affect them.’


‘You could be right, which is why I’ve been toying with an idea,’ Dilly told him. ‘As you know, I already sell a broad range of clothes varying in price, and the bridal shops are still doing good business, but I wondered if I shouldn’t introduce a new budget range of clothing. What do you think?’


Max pursed his lips as they strode along, deep in thought, but finally answered, ‘It does sound plausible, but how would you afford to do it? You still have to pay the seamstresses and the shops’ overheads.’


‘I know that, but if I bought slightly cheaper material, that would reduce the cost of the clothes at a stroke. I’d be aiming the range at the working classes.’


‘Then I suppose it’s worth a try.’


Dilly changed the subject then. ‘And how is my favourite little girl this morning?’ she asked with a grin. ‘Was she up when you left the house?’


‘She certainly was.’ Max knew exactly who Dilly was referring to: Olivia’s four-year-old daughter, Jessica, who was their mutual granddaughter. ‘And as usual she had everyone running around after her. I’m telling you, that little minx has the entire household wrapped around her little finger.’


Dilly chuckled, thankful that Max had accepted the child despite the fact that she was illegitimate.


Soon they were at the entrance to the courtyard and Max handed Dilly the basket asking, ‘What on earth have you got in there – house bricks?’


‘Just some slices of pork and some vegetables, but it’s hardly going to be enough to fill all their bellies, is it?’


‘Here.’ Max opened her hand and dropped some silver coins into it. ‘Share them out as well for me, would you?’


She smiled at him, remembering a time when she had been hungry and thinking how grateful she would have been.


‘Thanks, Max, that should get them all another meal each at least. I’ve had a word with the Salvation Army. They’re thinking of setting up a soup kitchen if the Strike goes on, so at least then everyone will get at least one hot meal a day. But let’s hope it won’t come to that, eh?’


‘I’m rather afraid it will,’ Max replied solemnly. ‘The General Council of the Trades Union Congress has voted to back the miners after the breakdown of their negotiations so this could be a long and bitter battle. But you go ahead and deliver those things now and I must get off to work. Lawrence will think I’ve disappeared. Will you be coming around to the house later?’


‘Of course I will – it’s Thursday, isn’t it? Oscar will be bringing George to play with Jessica and you know I love to see them together. I think Patty might be bringing William too. Goodbye for now, Max.’ With that she swung about and headed for the entrance to the courtyard.


Max watched her go. With the sun shining on her copper hair, which was showing only the slightest hints of grey, Dilly looked nothing like a woman who was fast approaching her fiftieth birthday. But then she had always been attractive as far as he was concerned. When she finally disappeared from view, Max turned and headed towards his mill in Attleborough. His son, Lawrence, and the father to his three-year-old grandson, William, was also his right-hand man and had teased him the day before saying that he was developing a middle-age spread . . . so Max had decided that a walk would do him good.




Chapter Two


‘They’re as close as two peas in a pod those two, ain’t they?’ Mrs Pegs, Max’s cook, commented to Dilly. The kindly woman had just taken Jessica and George some home-made jam tarts and a glass of milk each for their mid-afternoon snack and now she and Dilly had settled down in the kitchen to enjoy a cup of tea while Gwen, the young maid, prepared the vegetables for the evening meal.


‘I’m rather afraid they are.’ Dilly and Mrs Pegs exchanged a look and without a word being said they each knew what the other was thinking. It was like watching Olivia and Max’s son Oscar at that age all over again, and both women hoped that there wasn’t more heartache ahead. Olivia and Max had fallen in love – a love that was taboo, since they believed they were blood-related, brother and sister. But because of Dilly’s oath to Camilla, no one would tell them the truth.


‘Have you heard from the family in Ireland lately?’ Mrs Pegs asked then, keen to change the subject as she took a noisy slurp of her tea.


‘Yes, I have. As a matter of fact, a letter came this morning. I’m afraid Daniel still isn’t too well. He can’t seem to shake off the cold he caught in the winter, by all accounts. Still, on the bright side, Roisin tells me that they’re all taking very good care of him. I intend to go over for a short visit as soon as I can spare the time. Between you and me he’s never been the same since Maeve died. Those two were inseparable and I think he still misses her terribly, bless him. Roisin also told me that Roddy is growing like a weed. I wonder what Bessie will think when she next sees him?’


‘I had a letter from Bessie only last week,’ Mrs Pegs told her. ‘She’s almost completed her nurse’s trainin’ now, an’ then she’s comin’ back to Nuneaton and hopes to get a job at the Weddington Hall Hospital. I reckon she’ll use some o’ the money her husband left her to buy herself a little place then.’


‘Hmm, I wonder if she’ll want Roddy back when she does return?’ Dilly mused worriedly. ‘I think it would break Declan and Roisin’s hearts to part with the little chap now. Roisin had another miscarriage recently – that’s six in all, poor soul – and she and Declan look on Roddy as their own now.’


‘Huh! I reckon there’s little chance o’ Bessie wantin’ him back,’ Mrs Pegs snorted. ‘You an’ I both know she never took to the poor little chap. He’s a million times better off where he is than wi’ his real mother, but then I don’t want to be too harsh on the girl. She didn’t ask to be raped an’ end up pregnant, did she? Talkin’ o’ which . . .’ She lowered her voice at that point and glanced towards the door. ‘Do yer happen to know if the master’s heard from that no-good son o‘ his?’


‘Not a dickey bird as far as I’m aware – and we can only hope that it stays that way. Life around these parts has been so much more peaceful without Master Samuel Farthing about. He has a lot to answer for.’


Dilly remembered the terrible shame he had brought down on her own daughter, Niamh, after he had raped her as well as Bessie, also leaving her with child. Admittedly, Max had forced him to do the right thing by marrying her, and the result of the rape had been Constance – a beautiful little girl who had sadly died when she was two years old. From then on, the farce of a marriage had gone from bad to worse and when Bessie, Max’s former maid, had reappeared and disclosed that Roddy, her young son, was also the result of her being raped by Samuel, Niamh had refused to have anything more to do with him. Now she was happily living in New York with Ben, the love of her life, but it hurt Dilly to think that she was still legally tied to Samuel. Niamh and Ben had been meant for each other and it seemed a shame that they were forced to live in sin.


‘As well as going to Ireland, I’d also like to go and see Niamh and Ben in New York,’ she confided to Mrs Pegs. ‘I’ve never even set eyes on James, my grandson, and he’s almost two years old now. And I’ve also got to find time to visit Kian’s grave in France.’


‘So why don’t yer just do it instead o’ keep harpin’ on about it?’ Mrs Pegs said bluntly.


‘Because now I have the other three shops I never seem to find the time.’ Dilly sipped at her tea as she gazed from the window. Primroses were peeping from beneath the hedge and tender green leaves were just beginning to sprout on the trees.


‘Six shops, eh?’ Mrs Pegs whistled out a breath. ‘Who’d ever have thought it, eh, lass? It don’t seem so long ago since you were workin’ here as a maid wi’ not two pennies to rub together. You’ve worked damned hard to get where you are. The only thing I’d say is, don’t go puttin’ the businesses afore things you’d like to do. Life is passin’ by an’ one day you might regret it if you do. Your Seamus is more than capable o’ keepin’ things goin’ while you’re away – so think on it.’


Dilly knew that Mrs Pegs was right and a stab of guilt pierced through her. But if and when she decided to go, where would she go first? She knew that she would never forgive herself if anything happened to her father-in-law before she’d seen him for one last time. Daniel and Maeve his late wife had been very good to her over the years. Then there was Niamh and little James. It hurt to have a grandson she had never even met, although Niamh always sounded happy in the letters she wrote. She now had her own small art gallery in Manhattan and appeared to be doing very well. It came as no surprise to Dilly. Niamh had always had a talent for painting and now it appeared she was actually making a living from the pictures she sold.


Finally, Dilly’s thoughts turned to the lonely grave in France where her beloved son Kian was buried after being killed in the war. Every year she promised herself she would visit it to say her last goodbyes, but somehow she had never seemed to spare the time. Perhaps Mrs Pegs was right? On top of everything else, Philip Maddison was badgering her to visit him in London. She’d long thought of opening a shop there too, since the designs she did for Philip were selling like hot cakes in the capital, but again she never seemed to get around to it . . .


Just then, the door leading into the hallway burst open and Jessica and George raced in, closely followed by Olivia and Oscar.


‘I’m afraid they’ve come to try and con you out of some more of your delicious jam tarts,’ Oscar warned the cook with a grin. ‘There’ll be hell to pay from his mother though, if he doesn’t eat all his dinner tonight.’


‘Huh, a bit o’ spoilin’ never hurt anyone,’ Mrs Pegs responded indulgently as she loaded some more jam tarts into the two tiny pairs of waiting hands. ‘An’ what his ma don’t see won’t hurt her, will it, George?’ She winked at him conspiratorially and he giggled with delight as she affectionately ruffled his fair curls. ‘He looks so like you did at his age,’ Mrs Pegs said to Oscar, sighing nostalgically. ‘It make me wonder where all the years have gone.’


Jessica meanwhile had clambered up on to Dilly’s lap and Dilly promptly planted a kiss on her springy copper curls. Jessica had jam smeared all around her mouth and on the end of her nose, and Dilly thought she looked delightful.


‘Mrs Pegs here was just saying that she thinks it’s time I got round to paying a visit to Ireland,’ Dilly told Olivia and Oscar. ‘And I also think I should make plans to get to New York and France.’


‘I thoroughly agree,’ Olivia said instantly. ‘Seamus and Mary are more than capable of holding the fort while you’re away and a break would do you good. You’re always working.’


‘They’re more than capable of keeping the shops supplied,’ Dilly readily admitted, ‘but what about my designs for Philip in London?’


‘Now don’t get looking for problems,’ Olivia scolded gently. ‘I’m sure Philip has enough to keep him going for a while. You’re always sketching, and anyway, he’d be the first to say you work too hard.’


‘Hmm . . .’ The thought of a break was very tempting, Dilly had to admit.


‘Why don’t you telephone Declan in Ireland right now and tell him that you’re coming while you’re in the mood?’ Olivia encouraged. ‘I know what you’re like. You’ll go home, get sketching again and postpone it once more. Go on – ring him. Daddy won’t mind you using his telephone.’


Dilly lifted Jessica on to the floor and headed for the telephone on the hall table before she could change her mind. Luckily she knew the number off by heart and Roisin answered it almost immediately.


‘I’ve decided it’s time I paid you all a visit,’ Dilly told her and Roisin was delighted.


‘Wonderful! When will you be coming? It’ll do Daniel a power of good to see you, so it will.’


‘I’m going to try and book the ferry for tomorrow,’ Dilly promised and after chatting for a few more minutes she went back to the kitchen with a spring in her step.


When she got home later and told Nell of her plans, her friend was pleased too. ‘You’ve been lookin’ tired lately an’ a break away will breathe new life into yer. Just stay as long as yer like, luvvie. Me, Seamus an’ Mary are more than able to keep things runnin’ smoothly ’ere.’


And so after ringing Philip Maddison, the designer who sold her designs in London and telling him of her plans she hastily packed a small case and prepared for leaving the very next day. There was no time like the present, and Dilly knew that if she didn’t go now she’d only find an excuse to postpone the visit – yet again.


Max ran her to the station the next morning and insisted on carrying her case on to the platform for her although it wasn’t heavy and contained only the basic essentials.


‘I feel almost envious,’ he told her as they stood together waiting for the train to arrive. ‘I could do with a little break myself.’


As Dilly glanced at him she saw that he looked tired, and a little shiver of fear ran through her. Max was an important part of her life and she didn’t like to think what she would do without him. For years he had been her friend, her confidant and her rock.


‘So why don’t you arrange to take a little time off and have a short holiday, then?’ she said. ‘If I can do it, so can you.’


He laughed. ‘Oh? And where would I go? It’s different for you. You’re going to visit family but I don’t think it would be much fun on my own.’


‘So take Olivia and Jessica away with you. I’m sure Jessica would love a few days at the seaside.’


He chewed thoughtfully on his lip for a moment before saying, ‘You could be right there. I might ask Olivia how she feels about the idea this evening. It’s been a few years now since I’ve wielded a bucket and spade but I suppose it’s a bit like riding a bicycle. Once you’ve learned you never forget.’


‘Oh, get away with you,’ Dilly grinned but then their attention was distracted by the sound of the train approaching. ‘Here we are then,’ she said, trying to ignore the look of sadness that had settled on his face.


‘Any idea how long you might be staying?’


‘Not long,’ she assured him. ‘I’ve only packed enough clothes for a few days.’ She was missing him already although her journey hadn’t even begun and she could see that he felt the same.


He lifted the case into the carriage for her and she pulled on the brown leather strap to let down the window.


‘Ring me and tell me when you’re coming back,’ he said, ‘and I’ll be here to meet you.’


She nodded, but then there was a hiss of steam and the train began to move, so after a hasty wave she closed the window. By the time she had placed her case on the overhead luggage rack and settled herself, Nuneaton station was already far behind her.




Chapter Three


As the ferry pulled into the dock in Dublin later that evening, Dilly hung on to her hat and peered across the rail for a sight of someone familiar. She spotted Declan and her heart did a little skip. Her son was so tall and handsome – a strapping man now – and she wondered where all the years had gone. It seemed only yesterday he had been a little boy.


‘Mammy!’


As Dilly reached the end of the gangplank, Declan picked her up and whirled her around, his face alight with pleasure.


Dilly laughed and scolded playfully, ‘Will you please put me down! People are looking.’


‘Let them look.’ Declan planted her back on her feet and grasping her case with one hand he then hustled her through the crowd on the quayside to the waiting pony and trap.


‘Up we go then!’ And after throwing her case into the back, again lifted her effortlessly and plonked her up on the wooden bench-seat of the cart. ‘Right – we’re off then,’ he said when he’d climbed up beside her and taken up the reins. ‘Giddy up there, boy.’ The horse instantly obeyed him and Declan steered him expertly towards the road that would take them out of Dublin.


‘So how is everyone?’ Dilly enquired, still hanging on to her hat. A wind had blown up and the sky looked full of rain if she wasn’t very much mistaken.


‘All well, apart from Granda.’ Declan was suddenly serious. ‘If anything, that bad chest cold he had has gotten worse. Roisin had the doctor out to him again yesterday but apart from a tonic, which Granda refuses to take as it tastes vile, there doesn’t seem to be much he can do for him. We’re keeping him warm and getting lots of drinks down him, but he isn’t himself – but then he hasn’t been since we lost Gran’ma. We’re all hoping your visit will perk him up a little, Mammy.’


At that moment, the first spots of rain began to fall and reaching into the back of the cart with one hand and expertly steering the horse with the other, Declan pulled a tarpaulin over the seat, telling his mother, ‘Put that over your head. It’ll go some way towards keeping you dry. It would be a shame to get that smart outfit you’re wearing wet, so it would.’


Dilly did as she was told and was soon glad that she had, for suddenly the heavens seemed to open and the rain began to come down in torrents.


Declan was soaked through in seconds, but seeing the worried look on his mother’s face he laughed, ‘Don’t be frettin’ about me now. I’m used to workin’ out in all weathers an’ a little bit o’ rain never hurt no one.’


Giving up all attempts at conversation, Dilly huddled under the tarpaulin as best she could, and somewhere along the way the clip-clop of the horse’s hooves soothed her and she drifted off to sleep with her head resting on Declan’s shoulder.


‘Here we are then.’ Her son’s voice jolted Dilly awake and she blinked in surprise when she found that they were in the farmyard.


‘You go in now,’ he urged. ‘I’ll bring your case in when I’ve got the horse stabled and rubbed down.’


Only too glad to get out of the rain, Dilly did as she was told, and after a dash through the madly squawking chickens she opened the kitchen door.


‘Dilly!’ Roisin raced towards her, closely followed by Roddy as Dilly looked guiltily down at the puddle of water that was forming on the quarry tiles beneath her feet.


‘Aw, don’t be worryin’ about that now.’ Roisin flapped her hand airily. ‘Just kick those wet shoes off an’ come over by the fire for a warm. I’ll away an’ get you a nice hot cup of tea. The kettle’s singing so it shouldn’t take more than a minute or two.’


Dilly gratefully did as she was told, glancing towards the bed by the far wall. Daniel was tucked up in it but he appeared to be fast asleep.


She was warming her hands by the fire when the door burst open and Roddy erupted into the room, closely followed by Patrick.


‘Hello, Dilly.’


Dilly stared at Roddy in amazement as he skidded to a halt in front of her.


‘Why, look at you!’ she gasped as she opened her arms. It was only just over a year since she’d last seen him but he appeared to have had a growth-spurt. He went into her arms willingly and she gave him a loving cuddle. He seemed to grow more like his father, Samuel Farthing, each day, in looks at least, she thought. The resemblance had given her a shock. Thankfully he was completely different in nature. There was no sign now of the skinny, nervous little boy called Roderick whom Bessie had once presented to the Farthing family. Roddy was now nine years old and a sturdy little chap with rosy cheeks from the many hours he spent outside. He was tall for his age too – almost as tall as Patrick, who was smiling at Dilly shyly.


‘How you’ve grown,’ she said admiringly when she eventually held Roddy at arm’s length. ‘And how handsome you are. I think you’re going to break a few young girls’ hearts, my lad.’


Roddy screwed his face up in disgust. He was coming to the age when he found girls to be a pain, apart from Bridie that was, whom he absolutely worshipped. According to Roisin’s letters, Bridie loved him too and followed him about like a little puppy dog.


‘And you’ve shot up too,’ Dilly said, addressing Patrick, who instantly blushed to the roots of his hair. She hugged him and ruffled his hair.


Roisin chuckled as she carried a hot mug of tea over to Dilly. ‘Patrick is a bit shy nowadays,’ she told her with a grin as she placed a loving arm about his shoulders.


‘Roisin . . . is that you, lass?’


The conversation was interrupted by the voice that came from the bed, and Dilly saw her father-in-law emerge from beneath the blankets. Instantly she placed her cup down and advanced on him, a wide smile on her face. But then as she neared the bed and she got a better look at him, it was all she could do to keep the smile in place.


‘What’s this I’ve been hearing then about you not being well?’ she asked gently as she leaned over to kiss him.


‘Why, if it ain’t our Dilly!’ Daniel’s wrinkled old face lit up at the sight of her. ‘Roisin told me you were coming, so she did, but I wasn’t sure you’d make it, knowing how busy you are.’


‘Wild horses wouldn’t have kept me away. It’s been far too long and I apologise for that. I should have come sooner.’


‘Get away with you, woman. But now come and sit by me and tell me all that’s going on back in Nuneaton. You’ve six shops in all now – is that right?’


‘It is that.’ Dilly nodded. ‘And I’ve also got a small factory in Coton now where I employ a number of seamstresses to keep the shops supplied with garments that I’ve designed.’


‘You’ve done well, lass, an’ you deserve to; you’ve certainly worked hard enough. My Maeve would have been right proud of you, so she would.’


Hearing the catch in his voice, Dilly patted his hand. He was clearly still missing his wife dreadfully, but then they all were. The farm just didn’t feel the same without her.


‘And have you heard from Niamh lately?’ he asked then.


‘Oh yes, she writes regularly. Little James is two now and a right handful according to what she says in her letters. But then they do call it the “terrible twos”, don’t they? They seem to be into everything at that age. Between you and me, I think she and Ben would love a little brother or sister for him but it just hasn’t happened for them yet – although I’ve no doubt it will. They’re both young and healthy.’ Suddenly realising what she had said in front of Roisin she wished she could bite her tongue off. After all the miscarriages the poor girl had suffered she must think she was heartless – but thankfully, sensing her discomfort, Roisin immediately reassured her.


‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘Me an’ Declan haven’t given up hope yet, not by a long shot. The doctor reckons it will happen in time so we’ve just to be patient.’ As she spoke, she beamed affectionately at Roddy, and Dilly saw just how much she loved him – far more than his natural mother Bessie ever had. The boy seemed to be filling the hole that all the lost babies had left – and he looked so content.


‘Now,’ Roisin said, ‘I’ve kept you some cottage pie warm in the oven. Come and have it before it all dries up. You must be hungry after your long journey and tired too, no doubt. There’ll be time to catch up on all the gossip tomorrow when you’ve had a good night’s sleep.’


‘Is there enough left for me too?’ Roddy asked hopefully and Roisin gently cuffed his ear, telling him firmly, ‘No, there is not, me laddo. You ate enough for two at dinner and it’s way past your bedtime. I only let you stay up to say hello to Dilly, but you can take yourself off home now and have a wash. And that means behind your ears as well, so don’t try getting away with it because I shall check them when I come to tuck you in, so I shall.’


‘Aw!’ Roddy pugged but his eyes were smiling as he turned and headed for the door.


‘He looks so well,’ Dilly commented when the boys had left.


‘I can’t imagine our life without him now,’ Roisin said quietly as she carried Dilly’s meal to the table. ‘But have you heard from his mother lately?’ She lived in dread that Bessie would have a change of heart and want Roddy to go home to her, but on that score Dilly was able to put her mind at ease – for now at least.


‘There was no mention of it in her last letter, although she did say that she’s almost completed her nurse’s training now.’ Dilly settled herself at the table and lifted her knife and fork, suddenly realising how hungry she was. It had been a long time since breakfast. ‘She’s planning on coming back to Nuneaton by all accounts and hoping to get a job with Olivia at Weddington Hall Hospital.’


‘I see. And how is Olivia and the baby?’


‘Oh wonderful – although Jessica isn’t a baby now. She’s four years old and looking forward to going to school next year.’


‘And is everything all right between Olivia and Mr Farthing?’


Dilly swallowed a mouthful of the tasty cottage pie before answering, ‘Yes, fine. I think Max felt it initially – the fact that Jessica was illegitimate, I mean – but he accepted it eventually and he adores her now. George is making a lovely little boy too. He and Jessica are inseparable – when Penelope lets him out of her sight, that is.’


‘Oh dear. Still a sourpuss, is she?’


Dilly nodded. ‘I’m afraid so. She makes poor Oscar’s life hell, but then I don’t suppose it’s all one-sided. I think she genuinely loved him when they got married, but once she realised that her love wasn’t reciprocated, she turned bitter. If it wasn’t for George I think Oscar would leave her, but he’s such a good father and he and Lawrence are invaluable to Max now. They’re both so efficient and keep Max’s businesses running like clockwork.’


‘Has he retired then?’


‘Oh no, but I think he’s letting his sons play more of a role lately to prepare for the time when he does. He’s decided to leave the businesses to them jointly rather than to the eldest. It’s a more modern approach, don’t you think?’


‘I suppose it is,’ Roisin agreed. ‘But what about Olivia and Samuel?’


‘I’ve no doubt Max will make sure that Olivia is very well provided for. As for Samuel . . . well, we don’t even know where he is, and between you and me I hope it stays that way. He’s caused his father nothing but grief, and were he to inherit anything I’m sure he’d gamble it away in no time.’


Shelagh arrived then, bearing an apple pie fresh from the oven, and after they had greeted each other Dilly finished her meal before joining the women for another welcome cup of tea. Liam was out in the fields checking on the newborn lambs and helping the ewes that were about to give birth, and Declan had gone to join him so Dilly doubted very much whether she would see either of them that evening.


‘You must all miss Ben helping about the place,’ she said after a time and Shelagh and Roisin nodded in unison.


‘We do that, but then he deserved to be happy, so he did, an’ if his letters are anything to go by he and Niamh are very happy. He informs me that she’s making quite a name for herself as an artist now,’ Shelagh answered.


‘She certainly is.’ Dilly’s chest swelled with pride. ‘Ben’s mother leased her a small studio in Manhattan somewhere apparently and as word has spread about her work she’s always busy with commissions for portraits now, although I do know she prefers to do landscapes.’


She looked at the small painting that Niamh had once done of the farmhouse for her Gran’ma. Maeve had loved it and it still hung in pride of place on the wall above Daniel’s bed. He was fast asleep again and Dilly lowered her voice to ask, ‘Does he sleep a lot nowadays?’


Roisin sighed with worry as she looked towards him. ‘Yes, he does, God bless his soul. Me and Shelagh both spend as much of our time as we possibly can in here with him, but I fear he must get lonely. We’ve both asked him to move into our places with us. It would make things so much easier, to be sure, but he’s a stubborn old devil. He says this is the home he shared with his Maeve an’ he’ll not leave it till they carry him out feet first in a box!’


‘I think I can understand that,’ Dilly replied, stifling a yawn, and seeing how tired she was Shelagh rose and began to clear away the teacups.


‘I think it’s time you turned in,’ she told her, much as she would one of the children. ‘Get yourself up to bed now. Me an’ Shelagh will see to things down here an’ make sure that Daddy has all he needs.’


‘I think I will, if you’re sure you don’t mind.’ Dilly was having trouble keeping her eyes open now, so after kissing both of the women soundly on their cheeks she made her way upstairs to the room that had become hers over the years. There were clean crisp sheets on the bed and after washing in the bowl on the nightstand and changing into her nightgown she tumbled gratefully under the covers. All that could be heard was the sound of the cattle lowing and the pigs snuffling about their styes and she sighed with contentment. It was so peaceful here and she could well understand why Daniel loved his home so very much. She thought briefly of Max and Jessica who she was missing already, but then sleep claimed her . . . and soon she was snoring gently.




Chapter Four


‘You’re telling me this is all you have to show after being on the streets all night?’ Samuel Farthing threw the coins the young woman held out to him against the wall in disgust. ‘The docks are teeming with sailors – surely you’ve earned more than that?’


‘I ain’t, ’onestly, Samuel,’ the girl whimpered, cowering away from him. Sometimes she hardly recognised him any more. When they’d first met, Samuel had owned his own tattoo parlour in Plymouth and she’d thought him rich and charming. He’d certainly known how to show a girl a good time and she’d been sure that she’d fallen on her feet – but it hadn’t lasted for long. Within no time the parlour had been closed down. The tattooist, a man named Ted Fellows, had been rather lax with his hygiene standards and after numerous complaints from clients who had suffered severe infections from unsterilised needles, Samuel had been forced to close the shop. It was either that or risk being beaten to a pulp.


Even then, Kitty had still been smitten with her Sammy. Brought up in the back streets of Plymouth, she had known nothing but cruelty from her drunken father. Samuel had appeared like her knight in shining armour, promising her a better life and saying that he was going to take her away from all that. However, after his regular income from the shop had dried up they had been forced to do a moonlight flit from the smart house he’d been renting, and now they were stuck here in a filthy little tenement where they lived in just one room and shared an outside privy with seven other families.


It had been one evening when they didn’t even have the price of a meal between them that Samuel had suggested she might ‘be nice’ to one of his friends. Kitty knew all too well what being nice meant. She had often walked the streets for her father, turning up the money she had earned to him at the end of each evening, receiving a beating if he didn’t consider she had been ‘nice’ enough. But things would be different with Samuel, she told herself. This would only go on until they had enough money saved to start again. And so Samuel would show one of his so-called friends into the room, leaving Kitty to entertain them. Then the weather had turned cold and he expected her to walk the streets and find her own ‘friends’. She did it because she loved him and because he was the only man who had ever been kind to her, but all that was changing now and it worried her. On a few occasions lately she had returned to their room, cold, hungry and completely demoralised to find Samuel roaring drunk and she’d known that he’d used the money she’d earned to buy it. Worse still, when she’d tackled him about it he’d become aggressive – and one night he’d beaten her so badly that she’d been unable to go out for days. Yet still she loved him, for each time he’d be full of regrets when he sobered up. Of course he’ll change, she tried to convince herself. Kitty was just eighteen years old – and where would she go if she left him?


‘Where are you going?’ she asked in a panic as she saw him putting his coat on.


‘Out!’ he told her abruptly, gathering up the coins he’d recently flung away in disgust. He supposed anything was better than nothing.


‘H-how long will you be?’


‘As long as it takes.’ He glared at her before leaving the room, slamming the door so loudly behind him that it danced on its hinges.


‘Keep that bleedin’ racket down, can’t yer?’ a voice screeched through the thin wall. ‘You’ve woke the bleedin’ baby up now, yer noisy buggers!’


Kitty sank on to the edge of the thin mattress as tears pricked at the back of her eyes. Samuel had gone out a few times lately at night and she was worried that he might be seeing another woman. After all, he was devastatingly handsome and she knew that she was lucky he gave her the time of day. Curling herself into a tight ball, she willed sleep to claim her. At least while she was asleep she didn’t feel hungry.


Once outside, Samuel shoved his hands deep into his pockets and hurried through the maze of back streets. Unknown to Kitty there were another two girls working for him and it was time for them to cough up what they had earned. They always seemed to do better than Kitty, but that was probably because they knew that the more they earned, the more opium he would supply them with. Silly cows! he thought. If they had half a brain between them they’d be able to source it for themselves, it wasn’t that difficult – but they were reliant on him now and what they handed over always far outweighed what the drugs cost him.


The further he ventured into the back streets the closer together the houses became until he felt as if he was walking through a narrow tunnel. Some of the houses had rags pinned across the windows; the glass was long gone but those who lived there couldn’t afford to replace it. Most people shunned this area at night. It was a den of thieves, but Samuel was well-known thereabouts now and most allowed him to pass without a second glance.


Eventually he came to a tall terraced house and stepped into the hallway through the opening where a door had once hung. The smell of stale urine was overpowering here but Samuel was used to it and he took the narrow staircase two steps at a time. At the top of the house he paused outside a door before pushing it open. The whole room was in darkness but he could see a shape lying on the metal bed shoved against one wall.


‘Is that you, Samuel?’ A strained voice reached him through the darkness, and feeling in the gloom for the table in the middle of the room, he approached it, struck a match and lit the oil lamp that stood on it. Electricity had not reached this slum area yet.


As the flickering glow chased the shadows away, the young woman lying on the bed held her hand out imploringly. ‘ ’Ave yer got me stuff?’ she whimpered.


He saw at a glance that she was in a cold sweat and her lips and fingernails had a bluish tinge to them. A pile of rags on the box that passed as a bedside table were thick with pink frothy sputum. His lips curled in contempt. She was having withdrawals from her opium addiction and he knew that she would have sold her very soul to the devil at that moment for what he had in his pocket. Carol Wallis was just twenty-one years old but with her sunken eyes and lank hair she could have been taken for at least double that age.


‘I’ve got it,’ he growled. ‘But first of all, how much have you got for me?’


‘I had a good couple o’ nights but couldn’t go out tonight ’cos I’ve got the shakes. It puts the punters off, see?’ She fumbled beneath her pillow as the sweat stood out on her brow, and when she placed some money in his hand he shrank away from the cold clammy feel of her skin. After hastily counting it he slid the cash into his pocket and withdrew a small packet of white powder which he tossed on to the filthy bed.


She pounced on it as a child might pounce upon sweeties, and he averted his eyes as he asked, ‘And where’s Katie?’


‘Out workin’,’ she answered, clutching the little bag to her. ‘She got a hidin’ off a sailor that turned nasty the other night an’ she couldn’t go out fer a couple o’ nights after that. I reckon he broke one of ’er ribs.’


‘Well, she knows the rules,’ he answered coldly. ‘No money, no chillum.’


At that moment they heard the sound of someone coming up the wooden stairs above the sound of babies crying and people rowing. Eventually a hollow-eyed skinny girl appeared in the doorway clutching her chest. She looked so ill that she appeared in danger of collapsing at any moment, but Samuel wasn’t concerned.


‘I . . . I ain’t done so well this week,’ she wheezed. ‘Did Carol tell you I got beat up?’


‘That’s no concern of mine,’ Samuel said scornfully. ‘No money, no drugs – that’s the rules.’ He could smell the ripe sickly scent of her from where he was standing and wondered how anyone could bear to touch her, let alone have sex with her. But thankfully the sailors who came off the boats after long sea trips weren’t that fussy.


‘I’ve got some,’ she told him eagerly, leaning one hand on the back of a chair for support as she fumbled in the pocket of her thin coat with the other.


When she tentatively held the coins out to him, his lip curled with disdain. ‘Is this some sort of a joke?’ he rasped.


‘We ’ad to pay the rent on the room else the landlord was goin’ to kick us out. We ain’t even kept any back for food. But I’ll go out again in a while, I promise. Just give us a little bit to be goin’ on wi’, eh?’ she begged.


Samuel paused – but then, relenting, he threw another small bag of powder at her. ‘I shall be round for what you owe me for that tomorrow and you’d better have it,’ he threatened her.


She clutched the powder to her, her head nodding vigorously. ‘It’ll be ’ere.’


Samuel strode from the room without a backward glance, in an even worse ill-humour. Carol and Katie had let him down, but at least there was enough here for a few jugs of ale, he consoled himself, and headed for the Angel near the docks. It never occurred to him that he was now as addicted to alcohol as the girls were to drugs. If he went too long without a drink now he broke out in a cold sweat and got the shakes – but that didn’t bother him. If all else failed he could always go home and play his trump card. His father must have been lulled into a false sense of security after all this time, but Samuel wasn’t done with him yet – or the Carey woman, not by a long shot. He sniggered into the darkness as he imagined telling Dilly Carey that he knew Olivia was really her child. Both she and his father had kept the fact from Olivia for years, and he’d no doubt they would do anything to prevent her learning of her true parentage.


With a grin on his face, Samuel moved on, the mist that had rolled in from the sea swirling about him. Once or twice he thought he heard footsteps behind him and glanced over his shoulder, only to see someone step back into the shadows . . . but he wasn’t afraid. He’d never had problems walking the streets at night before, even in the dock area, so why should tonight be any different? When the blow to the back of his head came it took him completely by surprise and he stumbled, shinning his knees on the cobbles.


‘What th—’ His words were cut off by a kick in the ribs and he rolled on to his side, staring up at his attacker. All he saw were two dark shapes looming over him.


‘I’ve hardly any money on me if that’s what you’re after,’ he gasped, curling into a ball to try and protect himself. His words were greeted by guttural grunts from the darkness, and kicks and blows began to rain down on him.


‘Take my Carol off me, would yer?’ one of them growled. ‘Well, we’ll show yer what ’appens to blokes who come ’ere and ponce off our girls. She was a good little earner, my Carol was. We pimps stick to our own patches round ’ere, an’ this is just a fuckin’ taste of what you’re gonna get you stuck-up bastard.’


‘Please – I didn’t—’Another kick silenced him and all he could do then was shield his face with his arms as they went to town on him. At one point, one of the kicks landed on his arm and he heard a crack as agony coursed through him. Then a darkness greater than the night was rushing towards him and Samuel sank into it gratefully.


Samuel awoke in an eerie grey light. He was lying in the gutter and as his good hand went instinctively to his pocket, he found it empty. The drugs and what small amount of money he had had were gone. He had no idea how long he had been lying there but it must have been for some hours because dawn was trying to break through the fog.


When he tried to sit up, the pain in his arm was excruciating and he cried out.


‘What’s goin’ on ’ere then, shipmate?’


Samuel peered through swollen eyes to see a large docker who had been on his way to work staring down at him with his hands on his hips.


‘I . . . I was attacked.’ The effort of speaking made his cracked lips bleed and he felt blood trickling down his chin.


‘Yer certainly were,’ the man agreed. Bending he helped Samuel to his feet. ‘They’ve done you over good an’ proper, my lad. But tell me where yer live an’ I’ll ’elp yer ’ome. I reckon yer gonna need a doctor to check you over. That arm looks broken to me.’


Samuel managed to mumble his address then leaning heavily on his rescuer he limped his way home.


‘Will yer be all right from ’ere?’ The man asked eventually when they arrived at the tenement where Samuel was staying.


‘Y-yes, th-thank you,’ Samuel gasped out, and the docker nodded and went on his way, considering he had done his good deed for the day.


Once the world had stopped swimming in front of his eyes, Samuel tackled the stairs. It seemed to take for ever to reach the top, and by the time he got there, he was in so much pain he was dizzy. Every single bone in his body ached and his mouth kept filling with blood, making him retch.


‘K-Kitty,’ he called weakly, hanging on to the top of the banister rail, but the sounds of babies crying and people screeching at each other drowned out his voice.


Holding his broken arm tightly to him, he took a step towards the door but the agony was so intense that he was forced to stop. ‘Kitty . . .’ he mumbled again as for the second time in hours he mercifully slipped away in a dead faint.




Chapter Five


‘Hello, sweetheart, have you been a good girl for Gwen?’ Olivia asked as she entered the kitchen, slipping her nurse’s cape from her shoulders.


‘Good as gold, miss. We went to feed the ducks in the park this afternoon, didn’t we?’ Gwen smiled as Jessica flew into her mother’s arms.


Mrs Pegs, who was rolling out the pastry she would use to make an apple pie for their pudding that night, mused fondly, How things have changed. In years gone by, it would have been unheard of for Olivia or any of the other Farthing offspring to enter by the kitchen door, although most of them had regularly sneaked in there for a treat when their mother wasn’t aware of it. Camilla had believed that the family and the servants should know their places, but how different things were these days. She and Gwen now looked after Jessica while her mother was at work. Olivia was a modern-thinking young woman and wouldn’t hear of employing a nanny even though her father would gladly have paid for one. Of course, the child would be at school soon and then everything would return to some sort of normality, with Gwen seeing to the majority of the cleaning and herself cooking.


They’d miss the little girl though for sure, Mrs Pegs thought. She’d stolen their hearts from the day she had turned up at Mill House with her mother. Oh, there’d been plenty of gossip to start with. After all, it was evident that Jessica was illegitimate, even though Olivia had told people that she had been married and widowed in London. No one believed it, but then there were so many other little ones like Jessica in the town since the war. Sweethearts had given themselves to each other while the young men were on leave because they didn’t know when or if they might see each other again . . . and sadly, many of the lads had never come home, so Jessica’s presence had been nothing more than a nine days’ wonder. Mrs Pegs couldn’t help but wonder what Camilla would have made of it though. The mistress had been a stickler for things being done correctly before her illness. So had Mr Farthing if it came to that, but he’d mellowed with the years thank goodness and now they all lived very comfortably together.


Gwen had rushed off to put the kettle on and now as Olivia sat with Jessica on her lap, Mrs Pegs asked, ‘So how has your day at the hospital been, lass?’


‘Much the same as usual.’ Olivia yawned. She’d been on an early shift after working late the night before and the lack of sleep was beginning to catch up on her. However, Mrs Pegs knew better than to suggest she went for a lie-down. Olivia wouldn’t settle now until Jessica was tucked in and she couldn’t fault the girl for that. She was a good little mother.


‘I had a word with Matron today to see what the possibility was of Bessie getting a job at the hospital when she comes home, and Matron was all for it,’ Olivia informed the cook and the woman beamed.


‘Why, that’s wonderful, I’ll tell her in me next letter.’ Mrs Pegs paused in the middle of rolling the pastry. ‘Though she ain’t said exactly when she’ll be home as yet.’


‘Well, whenever it is, Matron will be happy to interview her. But what do you think Bessie will do about Roddy? Dilly says he’s really happy living with Roisin and Declan in Ireland, and it would break the poor little chap’s heart if she suddenly decides she wants him back.’


‘We’ll just have to bide us time an’ see,’ Mrs Pegs said sagely. She then expertly flipped the pastry into a pie dish and proceeded to fill it with sliced apples from the orchard as Gwen poured out a welcome cup of tea for Olivia.


‘Thank you, that’s just what the doctor ordered.’ Taking it from her, Olivia kicked her shoes off, wriggled her aching toes and sighed with contentment as Jessica started to chase her kitten around the kitchen. Dilly had turned up with her as a surprise for the child a few weeks ago and Jessica was totally enchanted with her. She was a sweet little thing, admittedly. Ginger with a long bushy tail but Mrs Pegs could well have done without the extra work if she’d been honest. Even so, she wouldn’t have dreamed of upsetting Jessica by sending ‘Foxy’ as the child had named it to live in the outhouse so every morning now it fell on her to clean up after it and feed it. Unless Olivia was there, and then she would happily do it – unlike her mother, she wasn’t afraid to turn her hand to anything on her days off, which went a long way towards making it a happy household.


‘So have you heard when Dilly is coming home?’ Olivia asked then as Mrs Pegs put the top on the pie and deftly began to trim round it.


‘Matter o’ fact, she rang earlier this afternoon to speak to Mr Farthing but he weren’t in so I had a quick chat wi’ her. Seems she might stay a bit longer than she intended as Daniel still ain’t too grand, God bless him. I reckon Dilly looks on him as her dad after all these years. I dread to think how she’ll take it when owt happens to ’im.’


‘Well, he has been very good to her and her family over the years,’ Olivia agreed. ‘And from things Dilly has said, he’s gone steadily downhill since he lost his wife.’ Then, with a grin at Mrs Pegs: ‘I bet you’re looking forward to Bessie coming home, aren’t you?’


‘I am that,’ Mrs Pegs confessed. ‘It ain’t the same here since she left – not that I blamed her. She’s young enough to make somethin’ of her life an’ nursin’ is a fine career to go into. She did a wonderful job o’ carin’ for the missus. Between you an’ me, I always hoped that I’d be able to train her up to take my place here when I retire. I ain’t gettin’ no younger as me old bones tell me every mornin’. Still, there’s always Gwen. She’s turnin’ into a fine little cook so happen when I do finish she’ll step into me shoes nicely.’


‘You’re not planning to go just yet, are you?’ Olivia asked worriedly. Mrs Pegs had been a part of her life and she couldn’t imagine the house without her in it.


‘Oh, I reckon I’ve got a few years left in me yet,’ Mrs Pegs assured her airily. ‘Then I’ll go an’ live wi’ me brother in Yorkshire. He’s got a lovely little cottage there an’ he’s lonely since he lost his wife last year. But now I’d best get this pie in the oven else the master will be home fer his dinner an’ it won’t be ready.’


‘Yes, and I’d better go and get changed.’ Olivia drained her cup and taking Jessica’s hand she headed upstairs feeling slightly unnerved by Mrs Pegs’ admission that in the not too distant future she might be leaving them. Still, she told herself, nothing stays the same. She’d learned that the hard way when Oscar married Penelope – and the scars went deep.


‘Ah, what time is it?’ Samuel groaned as he slowly opened his eyes and tried to focus.


‘Shush an’ lie still,’ Kitty said softly. She was sitting in a chair at the side of the bed in their room, but although he recognised her voice his eyes were so swollen that he could scarcely see through them. ‘It’s over a day since I found yer out on the landin’,’ she told him. ‘The doctor’s been out an’ set yer arm. It’s broken, I’m afraid – that’s why it’s strapped up, but apart from that you’ve just got cuts an’ bruises an’ a cracked rib. The doctor says yer were lucky.’


‘Lucky!’ Samuel snapped – then winced as pain shot through him. Just to move was extremely painful and he felt as if he’d been run over by a tractor.


Kitty lifted a damp cloth she had in a bowl by the bed and ran it across his chapped lips. He licked at the moisture eagerly although he’d have liked it to be something stronger.


‘Have we got any whisky or brandy . . . for the pain?’


Kitty shook her head. ‘No, I sold the bottle you ’ad under the bed to the Trents along the landin’ so I could pay the doctor.’


‘Damn!’ Samuel ground his teeth together, only to find that one was dangerously loose. ‘So how are we supposed to eat?’ he choked out.


‘Now yer awake I’ll go back out on the streets again,’ Kitty answered. ‘In fact, I’ll go now an’ hopefully I’ll be back in a few hours with something to cook fer us.’


Samuel was too weak to argue and watched helplessly as Kitty crossed to a bowl and had a hasty wash. She then dragged a brush through her limp greasy hair and smiled at him. ‘Right, there’s a glass o’ water on the table next to yer and the guzunder is close an’ all if yer can manage to get out o’ bed to use it. Bye fer now.’ With that she swung about and left the room, closing the door behind her and leaving Samuel to wallow in self-pity. The beating he’d taken the night before had been just a taster, according to the thugs who’d attacked him; it wouldn’t be safe to stay here now, but then there was no chance of him making his escape just yet. He didn’t think he’d even be able to walk as far as the door at present.


As usual, Samuel thought only of himself. He’d pulled some terrible stunts across his father in his time and yet he still believed that Max would help him if he could only let him know what had happened. He smirked as he thought back to how he had sold the house his father had bought for him and Niamh to live in right from under his nose. It had been easy once he’d had one of his shady acquaintances have false deeds drawn up. He wondered briefly where Niamh was living now. It must have come as a shock to his wife to know that she was suddenly homeless, not that it bothered him; she’d deserved all she got after forcing him into marriage as she had – and all for the sake of an illegitimate kid! He shuddered as he did each time he pictured Constance. It had been easy to stab Snowy White – he’d got no more than he deserved – but the kid was another matter altogether. He’d only got rid of her so that Niamh would give him his freedom but it had all backfired because of her Catholic religion, so little Constance, his daughter, had died for nothing. He forced himself to concentrate on thinking about his father again. How to get word to him of his dilemma was the problem. And then it came to Samuel: he could ring him – when he was able to get to a telephone, that was – but only as a last resort. It would go against the grain, having to eat humble pie and throw himself on his father’s mercy, but anything was better than having to lie here. He’d sunk just about as low as he could get. Even so, he decided he’d wait for a while before he made a final decision. He was in no state to do anything else anyway at the minute, and he might come up with another, better option.


Kitty came in later that night clutching a steaming parcel to her chest.


‘I got us some faggots an’ peas,’ she told Samuel. ‘I’m afraid I couldn’t afford a pie but these’ll fill a hole, no doubt. An’ I’ve got enough money left to get some coal tomorrer so we’ll be able to ’ave a fire an’ all.’


He grunted. It hurt too much to talk but his stomach was grumbling with hunger so he supposed he should try and eat something to build his strength back up.


‘Come on then, let’s get you a bit more comfy.’ Kitty winced as she tried to haul him up on to the pillows. Her own cracked rib wasn’t healed yet but Samuel howled in agony. ‘Sorry, but it’s gotta be done,’ she panted as she managed to raise him another few inches. ‘There, now. That’s better, ain’t it?’ She smiled cheerfully as she placed a newspaper full of hot food on his chest. ‘Get some o’ that down yer. You’ll feel much better with a full belly.’


Samuel lifted a faggot with his free hand; the doctor had bound the other tightly to his chest. The effort of chewing made him break out in a cold sweat and it didn’t help when halfway through the meal, his loose tooth fell out.


‘Damn the bastards who did this to me,’ he snarled as he spat it out in disgust, but he supposed it could have been worse. At least it was one of his back teeth rather than one of the front ones. Eventually he finished the meal. His lips had cracked open again and were painful but he did feel slightly better with something inside him.


Kitty kept up a constant stream of chatter, no doubt trying to cheer him up, and had he been able to, he knew he would have swiped her one. As it was he kept his mouth shut. He was completely at her mercy at the moment and didn’t want to do anything to upset her. At last she turned off the light and settled beside him – and soon her exhausted snores echoed around the room. But there was no sleep for him; his mind was too busy working as he tried to figure out where he might go from here.




Chapter Six


‘I’ll be sorry to see you go so I will, lass,’ Daniel said regretfully the night before Dilly was due to go home.


She gave him a gentle hug. ‘I’ve already stayed longer than I’d planned to,’ she pointed out. ‘But you do seem a little better now so I really ought to get back and see what’s happening with all the shops.’


‘I dare say you should,’ he acknowledged, before going on, ‘Remember, me darlin’, there is more to life than work. You should make a little more time for yourself. Go and see Niamh and Ben in New York, why don’t you? They’d love to have you, I’m sure. You’re still young enough to enjoy yourself so do it while you can.’


‘You must be joking,’ she grinned. ‘I’m racing towards fifty. I’d hardly call that young!’


‘It is when you get to my age. You’re just a wean compared to me. But seriously, I want you to cut down on your work a bit.’


‘I’ll try,’ she said, although she could see by the expression on his face that he didn’t believe a word of it. ‘But now I want to go and say goodbye to the others if you’re all right on your own for a while? There won’t be much time in the morning if I’m to catch the early ferry.’


‘You do that, lass, I’m fine.’


Dilly tucked the blankets more closely about him then let herself out of the back door into the farmyard where she stood taking deep breaths of the clean fresh air. Had it not been for leaving Olivia she knew that she and the children would have come to live here years ago after losing Fergal; however, she hadn’t been able to leave the girl even though the Farthings were bringing her up. Now Olivia had Jessica, and the tiny child was yet another tie to the Midlands. Jessica, Olivia, Max and the shops. Perhaps I’ll take Philip Maddison up on his offer of going to stay with him while I look round at the London shops, after all, Dilly thought, then grinned. So much for her taking Daniel’s advice.


It was harder than usual to say her goodbyes to Daniel when it came time to leave the next morning and Dilly was tearful.


‘You take your time now and once you’re up and about again don’t get trying to run before you can walk,’ she warned him as she gripped his hand.


‘Hark at the pot calling the kettle black,’ he joked. ‘You just remember what I said to you too – there’s more to life than just work, my girl. Do yourself a favour and take a little time out to enjoy yourself. The work’ll still be there when you’re pushing up daisies, though I hope that won’t be for some long time yet.’


She planted a gentle kiss on his cheek but then Declan was at the door waiting for her and with a final wave she was off.


‘I heard what Grandpa said to you, Mammy,’ her son told her as the horse clip-clopped along the lane, ‘an’ he’s right, you know. You do work too hard. There’s only our Seamus left in Nuneaton now an’ he’s happily wed – so what’s to stop you coming out here to live? Seamus would take care o’ the runnin’ o’ the shops for you. From what you’ve said, he’d be more than capable.’
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